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Trends in Human Services in West Virginia1
Roger A. Lohmann
West Virginia University

Tremendous changes have occurred in social welfare programs and in their
funding support during the past ten years. Though the federal-state program
structure has remained basically intact, federal financial support for many human
services programs is shrinking. State government has been forced to assume a
larger role in assessing alternatives and setting priorities. The emphasis on
community determination of specific needs, however, has remained constant.
Roger A. Lohmann, Professor of Social Work has been interested in researching
the changing relationships of public and private social welfare institutions since
1980. Because of the pressing need to make the most of dwindling resources, it
seemed essential to take a hard look at the relationship between the economy,
federal funding patters and the outlook for future social services in West Virginia.
Professor Lohmann (right in the photo below) and colleague Barry Locke,
Assistant Professor of Social Work (on the left in photo) recently spearheaded a
unique approach to investigating long range social service planning in West
Virginia. Dr. Lohmann’s primary research interests are in the planning and
management of nonprofit
organizations, particularly in small
communities and rural areas. He is
the author of Breaking Even:
Financial Management of Nonprofit
Human Services (1980). Professor
Locke serves as Coordinator of the
Undergraduate Program in Social
Work and Chairman of the West
Virginia Human Services Advisory
Committee. He is primarily interested
in generalist social work practice in
rural areas. Another WVU faculty
member, Dr. Creasie Hairston,
Associate Professor of Social Work
and Coordinator of the Charleston
Center, also joined the effort shortly
after coming to WV. One of her
primary research interests is in the
financial management of human
services. Kevin Meehan, a graduate of
the MSW-MPA dual degree program
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served as Project Coordinator of the state-wide project. Lohmann, Locke and
Hairston were the WVU representatives on the Steering Committee for the Trend
Study.
The West Virginia Human Service Trend study is unique both in its sponsorship
and its methodology. It is based on an unprecedented three-way working agreement
between the WVU School of Social Work, the West Virginia Department of Human
Services (which funded the effort) and the West Virginia Human Resources
Association, a statewide membership organization for those interested in all types
of social and human services. Directed by a steering committee composed of three
representatives from each of these entities, it is the first study of its kind to involve
such extensive cooperation between higher education, state government and the
private and nonprofit sectors of human services. This is unprecedented in a small,
rural state like West Virginia.
The Trend Study is unique in its approach as a social planning technology. This
has not been a typical quantitative needs assessment planning study; instead the
steering committee chose a basic qualitative design. Phase one of the study began
with a series of community forums in the county seats of 15 counties: the five
largest, the five smallest and the five mid-sized counties of West Virginia. This
design also ensured complete representation of all regions and minority groups I the
state. “The qualitative, forum approach was taken, according to Kevin Meehan,
Project Coordinator, “in light of the rural nature of the state and the oral traditions
of Appalachian culture.” This method has long been a favored one in community
studies. In this study, the state was the community.
The research design sought to involve a broad range of community members
including religions and business leaders, representative of local government and
education, consumers of human services, volunteers in human services programs
and advocacy groups and providers of public and private (nonprofit and for-profit
services.) All meetings were well attended, according to Locke and well over a
hundred problem areas and topics were identified and discussed. As a result, we
were able to obtain first-hand information on the trends that local people saw
emerging in their communities and to compare their perceptions with other,
previously available information.
Following the community forums, the steering committee reviewed tape and
transcripts of the meetings and condensed the many local issues into eight
comprehensive topics: lack of money, the family, service availability, communitybased services for independent living, local government, transitions in funding and
economic development.
Once the steering committee had collected and reviewed the data, they contacted
researchers or practicing professionals in each of the eight major ttrend areas.
These outside consultants (many of them on staff at agencies or other higher
education institutions in the state) reviewed the findings of the community forums
and compared them to other evidence on trends in the state and the nation.
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Economic development emerged from the process as a transcendent them of the
study – tying together the widest variety of problems and suggested solutions.
Perhaps the most visible problem is the decline of the coal and manufacturing
industries in the state. This has produced depressed local economies and chronic
unemployment in many communities throughout the state, with an unusually high
proportion of the population in many counties dependent on public transferpayments (“the unemployment” and “welfare” in the words of many participants).
Proposed federal cutbacks in support for services threatens to make these problems
worse in the view of many participants. A variety of othr problems, including
substance abuse, family violence, and minor crimes are also by-products of the stte’s
depressed economy and high unemployment. In addition, many of West Virginia’s
most serious problems are found in communities that qre isolated and mountainous,
making it more difficult and costly to coordinate services there.
Steering committee team members believe that economic development is the key
to effective future social policy at the state level. Embracing a human capital
approach – including a full range of classroom education and on the job training and
other opportunities – is a trend that is emerging in many other states and should be
embraced by human service providers and advocates in West Virginia as well. This
would mean building on the capacity of individuals through education, problemsolving and social support. Thus should replace the tradition one of simply
importing firms and jobs and relocating workers to where the obs are.
The human capital approach would also require new forms of cooperation
between human services and economic development professionals. It calls for major
emphasis on training, adult and life-long education strategies, regional community
cooperation and new forms of private-public partnership.
What is most exciting about the human capital idea is that it begins with the
assumption that people living in West Virginia should finally be able to stay and the
state, find jobs here and rebuild their lives here, rather than having to move
elsewhere to follow the jobs. That is exactly what the people who attended the
community forums said they wanted.
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